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Abstract
In Morocco, Islam is the dominant force. Within Islam, it has been debated that woman are
held back. This is evident by the manner in which women participate in economy, are given fair
education, and their role in society. These issues are only larger in rural areas, where illiteracy
rates and education levels amongst women are abysmal. While there is much evidence and
discussion regarding the role of women, there is very limited work regarding how women can
improve their lives, and the necessary forces required for these changes to happen. This paper
seeks to examine the role of women in Moroccan society and their importance to the future
development of Morocco.
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Introduction
When discussing the role of women in Morocco. It is necessary to note the long and varied history
of women in Morocco. Morocco has a long history of foreign invaders, differing ideology
integration, and conflict over differences in language, race, and cultural identity. Morocco’s
history began like many other countries, with people’s, of probably Caspian culture1, settling and
creating minor civilization during the Neolithic period. Morocco then experienced the first of a
long list of foreign invasion, colonization, or occupation with the Phoenicians. In the 1st
millennium BC, the Phoenicians established trading ports along the coast, to further expand their
network of silver, salt, and tin trade.2 While they were not large enough to occupy major swaths
of land, they did establish the city of Carthage, a paramount city in world history. This city would
eventually become the dominant power, establishing the Empire of Carthage in the 5th century
BC. The ancient history of Morocco is essential to figuring out the role of women today. In
Phoenicia, women were kept in private areas, set to be slaves, cooks, priestesses, or housewives.3
This is extremely significant, as Morocco history quite literally began with women being treated
as an underclass. However, with the rise of Carthage, the glorification of important women
figures would begin. The legend of Carthage is
said to begin with Dido. Dido, is believed to be the
founder and first queen of Carthage.4 Although
her historical realism is uncertain, the fact that it
Dido, founder of Carthage on Tunisian Currency
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is believed that a woman established the first true power in North Africa is interesting. In the 20 th
century, Tunisian nationalists would name themselves the ”Daughters of Dido,” and her icon has
even been seen on Tunisian currency.
Other significant women in Carthage include Sophonisba, a cunning noblewoman who
secured alliances with nearby lords to fight the Romans, eventually failing and choosing poison
by her own hand rather than seeing a roman triumph. Woman like Sophonosiba and Dido
represent the very spirit of North Africa. Bent, yet unbroken, strong willed and unconquerable.
The history of Morocco continues with the Romans, who famously burned Carthage to
the ground in 146BC because of the long and arduous Punic Wars. They expanded into North
Africa, which would become the breadbasket of the Roman Republic and Empire. Women in
North African Rome had a greater degree of autonomy than their counterparts across the rest of
the Empire.5 While autonomy in all Roman provinces would be determined by wealth and
economic status, rather than gender or race, it is clear that wealthy women played a larger role
in the civil society than wealthy women in other regions of Rome. In Northern Africa,
Romanization was prevalent, and women were allowed to own property, unlike in the base
African tradition of this region.
While Rome allowed women to achieve a greater degree of autonomy, this would be
reversed with the rise of the Caliphates. With the conquest of Egypt in 642 BC, the Caliphates,
then the Rashidun, would begin to expand into what they would call the Maghreb. These massive
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Caliphates faced backlash from the
local tribes, named the Berbers, who
fought the Muslim armies for decades,
eventually resulting in most of this
Maghreb region to be converted to
Islam through forced conversion,
conscription, or willing acceptance of
Islamic teachings.6 These conquests took years, as the tradition of these North African people is
resistance and independence. The Amazigh symbol, the AZA, represents the free and
independent man in Amazigh tradition, and the red representing the idea of resistance.7 These
conquests vastly changed the identity of women in North Africa, as these conquests brought
Islam, still the dominant force in Morocco today.
As the Caliphates began to expand. They vastly changed Morocco. Some of the largest
cities in Morocco today, Meknes, Marrakesh, Fes, and others were founded by these powerful
caliphates. Eventually these caliphates would be pushed out, and Morocco would return to rule
under actual Moroccans. With the fall of the caliphates there was a power vacuum, in which
many states laid claim to the land. From the Kingdom of Nekor to the Berber tribes, each fought
for control, but eventually Morocco would come under Islamic dynasty rule. The first of these
dynasties, the Idrisids, took power in 788. Many claim that this was the first true Moroccan state.
This dynasty tradition continued with the Almoravids, taking power in 1060, the Almohads taking

6
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power in 11211, the Marinids taking power in 1244, the Wattasids taking power in 1472, and the
Saadi dynasty taking power in 1549. Today, Morocco is ruled by the Alaouite dynasty, which has
been in power since 1666, making it the longest dynasty in the world. While they have kept a
strong grip on the country, this was challenged by Spain and France for centuries, eventually
resulting in the Protectorate State of Morocco in 1830.
European Influence in Morocco
The European influence in Morocco is significant to talk about as many of the women’s
liberation movements were influenced by similar sentiments in European nations. Morocco has
a long history in competing with the Iberian Peninsula. For centuries, the Western coast of
Morocco and the significant city of Tangiers went in and out of Iberian control, either the
Portuguese or Spanish. Even today, there are cities like Ceuta that are still under Spanish
control. However, the most significant influence in Morocco was the French. With the conquest
of Algeria by France in 1844, the French set their sights on Morocco. By the start of WWI,
Morocco was divided between Spain and France, and the mid-20th century, a full-on France
colony. This protectorate state would last until 1956, in which the Moroccans took back their
independence, now named the Revolution of the King and People.

9

Women In Islam
As Islam is the dominant force in Moroccan society today, it is important to figure out
how women are viewed through the lens of Islam. Many theologians, philosophers, and
historians are critical of the Quran and the reality in which Islam is practiced, claiming there is a
disconnect between what the uran says and how women are treated. Herbert L Bodman,
Professor of Islamic History at the University of North Carolina questions, asking, “Why this
distortion?”8 and he does have a point. The Quran does state that “those who do good,
whether male or female, and have faith will enter Paradise,” a clear mention of equality
between men and women, it was not practiced this way. Fatima Mernissi believes a reason for
this was due to the tribal traditions in which the Prophet Mohammed was born into. A society
in which women were not allowed to own property, or really have power in general, would of
course affect how Prophet Mohammed had to spread his religion. He would have to appease
the tribal traditions before he could seek his true idea of equality. Sure, this may have affected
how women were treated early on, but there are many more a verse that contradict the
equality of men and women. Firstly, in the famous verse An-Nisa 4:34, the Quran states that
“men are the protectors and maintainers of women, because Allah has made one of them to
excel the other.”9 The man is meant to support, protect, and provide for the women, and the
women is meant to be loyal and obedient. If she is not, a man can firstly “admonish them,” then
if this disobedience continues, “refuse to share their beds,” and lastly if this continues, “beat
them.”10 This trend of separation between men and women continues within the judicial
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system and marriage. Firstly, divorce is a key example of the differences between man and
women. While men have very little limitations with divorce, a women must need the
agreement of her husband to divorce. This reliance on a man continues with inheritance and
custody. A child belongs to the man, and inheritance for a man is half that of a woman. 11 This
trend of unequal treatment in the Koran is common, but the way in which it is practiced is even
more surprising. There are many realities women must face under Islam that the Western
world would view as heinous, criminal, or abhorrent.
Genital Mutilation
Female genital mutilation is a deep-rooted issue with many facets. While the issue has
faced little press, until the “it was brought to the fore at an international level by the combined
delegation of East and West African women…in Copenhagen in 1980.”12 This practice, while not
popular, is still relatively common. Many African countries, up to twenty, as well as Oman,
Yemen, Indonesia, as well as sects in Brazil, Russia, and India. With its widespread geographic
distribution, it is an interesting concept to question, and wonder what led to these specific groups
to pursue this mutilation. This mutilation is not only usually performed by “unskilled and
untrained,” people, resulting in massive physical issues, it also results in unreal mental harm.13
While this is not mentioned in the Quran, it still happens, frequently with Quranic verses being
chanted as this happens. This trend of the practice in real life not actually being in the Quran
continues with another trend, honor killings.

11
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Honor Killings
While honor killings are not explicitly mentioned in the Quran, one must wonder how
the judicial system has
been led to believe that
these are allowed. Honor
killings are in which a
member of a family,
usually a woman is slain
due to the fact that they brought dishonor to their family. The ways in which a woman brings
dishonor to her family is pre-marital loss of virginity, an affair, or in the worst cases, a woman
can be killed for being raped. While global honor killings are low, for example, around 500
women are killed in Iran every year, and the UN reports about 5000 per year; this still happens.
In fact, it seems that in the traditional, extremely conservative countries, honor killings have
only gotten more common, as women have begun to protest against forced marriages and
unfair treatment. While honor killings are not explicitly allowed in the Quran, many Arabic
nations have instilled some form of allowance into their judicial code. For example, Iranian
Penal Code article 301 states that because a child carries his father own blood, a father cannot
be punished for killing his own child. It’s interesting to question why and how Islamic nations
have used the Quran to justify these killings. One reason may be the fact that the Quran orders
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that women and men “cast down their gazes,” and “protect their chastity.” 14 This stretch is
added to even more cases, such as stone throwing.
Stoning
While in the Quran there are no verses that explicitly mention stoning, again, certain
verses are used to allow this barbaric form of punishment. In Umar the Second, the caliph after
Muhammad, was said to have “institutionalized this practice because of the verse of stoning that
was removed from the Quran. He claimed that Muhammad revealed the stoning verse to him.”15
As typical, the punishment is for adultery, with evidence being found in confession, strong
evidence, or pregnancy. This
is yet another way in which
the

system

is

favored

towards men, as pregnancy is
a purely feminine issue.
While stoning is not as
popular in Morocco as it is in
countries like Iran, this shows

After the Taliban took back control of Afghanistan, stoning numbers
vastly increased

yet another way in which
women are treated unequally.

14
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From these passages of the Quran, the ways in which these verses are carried out, and
the way in which women are punished and kept in line, it is clear to see there is an unequal
treatment of men and women in the vast majority of Islamic nations.

Moroccan Women
As previously mentioned, the fight for equal rights began in the 1940s, while Morocco
was still under French rule. In 1944, the first true feminist organization in Morocco began,
Akhawat Assafaa, meaning Sisters of Purity. They submitted numerous demands such as a
reformation of the family code, a reform of domestic workers, and general awareness
surrounding women’s issues and violence against women. While this organization achieved
some mild success, it was attached to the political organization of Morocco, then a fiercely
contested arena for nationalists, monarchists, and communists. As French power waned and
Islamic rule took back its power, women feminist movements remained largely underground,
operating in the shadows. Around the 1980s, women began to fight their own battles, with
many militant political thinkers, philosophers, and feminist icons gaining notoriety. One of the
most paramount moments in the feminist movement was the beginning of the March 8
newspaper. This newspaper is significant as it was mostly surrounding women’s rights, issues,
and events, and many of the prominent writers of the feminist movement were involved with
this publication. Intertwined with the rising feminist movements across the whole world, the
Moroccan association for Human Rights was founded in 1979. As the feminist movement
expanded it resulted in the monumental reform of the Mudawana or the Moroccan family code
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in 1993. This code was not succinct enough, and further demonstrations occurred, resulting in
the even more monumental reform of the family code in 2003. King Mohammed VI brought this
code before parliament in October 2003, promising that these reforms were in line with the
tenets of the Quran.16 These reforms promised significant changes, most notably:
•

The introduction of equality in the marriage. Men and women carry equal responsibility
in the family, and women are no longer required to ask the husband to work or travel.

•

A woman has free will to choose who she marries, and the minimum age of marriage
increased to 18 from 15.

•

The exclusive right for a man to dissolve a marriage now requires a court ruling.
Additionally, both husband and wife can seek divorce

•

A woman has a right to child custody

•

Joint management of assets between husband and wife.

While this sounds wonderful, it did not provide equal treatment for man and woman in
many sectors of society. The cry for equality continued during the 2011 Arab spring movement
in which women joined the millions that marched for government treaties. In 2011 the new
constitution was signed, and article 19 states that, “The man and the woman enjoy, in equality,
the rights and freedoms of civil, political, economic, social, cultural and environmental
character.” While this is progress, it is no where close to level women in Morocco deserve, are
there are still numerous challenges facing true gender equality in Morocco.

16

Women in Muslim Societies, Diversity within Unity, 30

15

Literature Review
Within the last couple of decades, these changes have given rise to more discussion and
texts regarding the stance of women. Much of the literature pertains to the growing feminism
force and the reforms under King Mohammed VI. Most of these issues revolve around equality,
whether around education, marriage, or industry, and while Moroccan women have been given
significant changes, women are still not equal in Moroccan society. In her paper in the
European Institute of the Mediterranean, Professor of anthropology, Hayat Zirari explains many
of these key differences. While this article was written in 2010, it still illuminates the struggle of
Moroccan women. Zirari points out that while the constitution does promise equality between
men and women, it is often not the case. In Moroccan politics, men in 2016 made up 80% of all
parliamentary members. This is a key issue as the system that decides what equality means,
and how it is practiced, is decided by a system that is overwhelmingly dominated by men. 17 This
struggle is compounded by the fact that women are generally not able to pursue a political
path. Access to education is another severe issue, according to the European Institute of the
Mediterranean, of the 10 million Moroccans who do not know how to read or write, around 7
million of them are women. This is even more prevalent among rural communities, where the
illiteracy rate amongst women rises to nearly 84%.18 This is extremely significant, and ties into
many of the other issues surrounding women’s rights. If the average women cannot read or
write, how can they hope to enter industry and succeed? How can they hope to break down
barriers and not be looked down upon by men for their inabilities that have been constructed

17
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by men themselves? The progress of groups requires strong, independent women who can
organize petition, rallies, and movements, and if they average women cannot understand these
causes then how can women hope to achieve liberation? This lack of education ties into even
more issues. Many women have little to no healthcare coverage. Amongst the population with
health care coverage, only 30% are women. Again, we see the massive difference in how men
and women are given what they have been promised. This article from Hayat Zirari points out
the inefficiencies in the governments promise to handle gender inequality, and its seemingly
limited interest in furthering the cause of women.
This article ties in with Thierry Deusres and Juana Moreno Nieto’s article titled “The
development of gender equality for Moroccan women – illusion or reality?.” In this article, the
authors analyze women through the “perspective of social change.”19 Believing that social change
is a “multidimensional process,” including all the social, gender, cultural, and economic factors
that play into the context of women’s rights in Morocco. Deusres and Nieto make the claim that
education is the driving force behind change. As previously mentioned, education remains a
paramount issue for Moroccan women. While is it true that “25 times more girls receive schooling
than they did in 1956,” women are fighting against a system that was essentially excluding them
less than 70 years ago. Women have continued to persevere; nowadays “women account for
45.6% of the students enrolled in higher education,”20 and the number of women holding
diplomas has tripled from 1990 to 2004. Along with education, women have also expanded the
workforce, with the employment rate of women more than quadrupling from 8% in 1971 to

19
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28.5% in 2004.21 The authors make the claim that political measures are needed for “overcoming
structural and/or cultural limitations.”22 This is extremely true. For women to combat these
limitations, they must fight hundreds of years of separation, unfair treatment, and institutions
that have been in place for more than a thousand years. While this working class has expanded,
the political sphere has lacked. In 2003, only “127 women were elected out of a total of 23286
council members,”23 demonstrating the lack of respect and the nationwide opinion surrounding
women in power. It is important to note that less than 1.2% of women of women were selected
for congress before 2002, in which the government passed a rule requiring 10% of congress seats
to be reserved by women. This highlights the typical way in which the authoritarian government
acts, giving appeasements to make it seem like change is occurring, but in reality, these
appeasements to very little to solve major structural issues. These issues are clearly structural
and require massive government support. The standard opinion of a Moroccan is still that a
woman is below a man. “58.2% of men and 42% of women believe that university-level studies
are more important for men than for women.”24 A small percentage of men and women, only
23% condone women “marrying without a legal guardian.” While there are cases where equality
is present, such as 69% of the population believing that men and women should contribute to
household income, this is countered by the fact that 86.9% of the population believes that men
should have preference over women when seeking employment. This kind of back handed
hypocrisy can be found all over Morocco and is a pressing issue facing women. This article does
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immense work on understanding the differences in perception of the man and woman in
Moroccan society and points out significant views that hold weight.
This hypocritical view has been prevalent for decades and has not changed. In many
significant movements across Morocco, women have played a large role. In her article titled
“History and Myth: Women’s Stories of the Moroccan Resistance,” author Alison Baker makes
the claim that “many women participated actively in the Moroccan independence
movement,”25 in two forms, either upper class, elite women organizing political and feminist
movements to aid the revolt, or the lower-class women actively participating in the armed
resistance against the French protectorate state. Even when husbands did not allow women to
leave the house, they still played a large role, cooking, washing, and feeding the fighters. This is
a surprising case, as its clear women played a significant role, however, post-independence, it
seems women were subject to the same class as they were before the independence
movement. They returned home, subject to the same domestic routines they had before the
movement. This trend continued with other significant movements in Moroccan history, such
as the Arab spring. In the Arab spring, Moroccan again played a major role. Standing shoulder
to shoulder with men in public squares, pleading the case of Moroccans nationwide. However,
as the Arab spring subsided and normalcy returned, again, women did not maintain the level of
equality they were promised. Today, as seen in the articles previously mentioned, the issues
that women pleaded for are still prevalent.

25
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Women In Morocco Today
While my research was primarily secondary, it was necessary to interview women and
understand the typical women’s view in Morocco.
I preliminary identified four groups of women I wanted to identify. Married women,
divorced women, women in higher education, and women fresh out of high school. I
interviewed four married women, one divorced woman, four women in higher education, and
three women out of highschool. I asked a variety of questions regarding the economic status of
women.
My preliminary question
was to ask when these women,

When you graduated high school,
did you want to marry?

across all groups wanted to
6

immediately marry and start a

8

family. I found that all of the
married women, the divorced

No

Yes

woman, and one of the women out of high school said yes. This may be for a variety of reasons.
Firstly, as the married or divorced women were older, they may have held onto traditions that
have begun to shift with younger generations. While this is true for many of the woman, one
woman told me she was ecstatic to marry and start a family, a dream she had since she was a
young girl. While this is true for many women, the tradition of marrying off a daughter when
she is able is still very much alive and is proven by my follow up question of if they were pushed
to marry by their family.

20

Of the 12 women
interviewed, eight said that they

Were you pushed to marry by your
family?

were pushed by their family to
marry. Whether it’s a father wanting
his daughter to be safe and secure,

4

8

or the family attempting to hold onto
traditional customs, the average

No

Yes

woman is expected to marry as soon as she can.
I then asked the four why they were not pushed. There were a variety of reasons they
were not pushed. For one woman in higher education, her mother was French, and insinuated
that her mother allowed her to choose her own path. Another two women said their family just
let her choose her own path, even though they were fully Moroccan. Another interesting case
was one woman in higher education, who said her father originally wanted her to marry, but
due to her success in high school and high grades, she was able to convince him to allow her to
pursue a biology degree.
I then asked the original six women who wanted to marry if they will push their
daughter to marry. This is where the viewpoints changed. Of the six, four said without a doubt
they will push their daughter to marry, one said they will let her choose her own path, and
another one said she will push her daughter to not marry. This last point is key, when digging
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deeper into her reasoning, she
explained that she hopes her

Will you push your daughter to marry?

daughter is a strong, independent
woman, who can succeed in a
business industry. She pointed to
the fact that she sees times are
changing and wants her daughter
to make money. The importance of

Pursue higher education

What She Wants

Yes

making money is essential, as she
explained if her daughter doesn’t have the skills to be independent, she will expect her to marry
for her own security.
Notes about Subjects
Of these women interviewed, it is important to mention a few notes. Firstly, of the 12
women I interviewed, 11 lived in Rabat. The capital of Morocco, with a heavy French presence,
Rabat is one of the most liberal, Westernized cities in Morocco. The one other woman lived in
the deep South of Morocco, in an area where technology, globalization, and Western culture is
non-existent. Secondly, many of the women asked if I would not tell their husbands or father
about these interviews. While I had absolutely no intention of sharing this data with their
family, and assured them of that, this is very significant. These women were worried about the
backlash they would face questioning the tradition of marriage, whether or not they were in
agreement with it. While this data is only representative of an urban, coastal city, Morocco
must follow these trends nationally. If Morocco hopes to develop economically as not only a
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premier Arabic nation but as a force in the world, women must be economically and politically
empowered.
The Development of Moroccan Women in an Economical View
When questioning the importance of women in the development of Morocco, one must
take an economic view. It is already clear that traditional and cultural structures are in place that
will allow the liberation of women to happen are impossible without the promise of the economic
development. Economic development for women is a global issue, in their 2015 article titled
“How advancing women’s equality can add $12 trillion to global growth,” McKinsey claim that if
all countries adopted a policy of women’s empowerment of the “best in their region,” 26 that
global GDP would vastly increase. Morocco, for instance, has some of the “lowest rates of femalelabor participation in the world.”27 It is no question that women involvement has benefit the
Moroccan economy, with the 1996 Constitution, when women were allowed to participate in
commerce, Real GDP of Morocco unsurprisingly increased from $38 billion USD to $42.7 billion
USD.28

26
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A Comparative View
This question of how important women are to the development of an economy can be
understood by looking at another country like Morocco. Morocco’s neighbor, Algeria ranks 30
spots higher on the United Nations Women Empowerment ranking, and unsurprisingly, ranks 35
on the total HDI ranking.29 With a similar GDP, a almost exactly the same GDP per capita, similar
geography, the same colonizer, and the same religion, it is clear to see why and how Algeria has
developed more rapidly and with more success than Morocco, because of women
empowerment. Other similar countries Lebanon, with a GDP of almost 1/3 of Morocco also ranks
much higher. Jordan, another Islamic nation, with a GDP of more than half of Morocco again
ranks higher on development and women’s empowerment. To point to even more evidence of
the importance of women to nationwide development, the bottom five countries in the HDI
ranking globally are also the bottom five in women’s development and the top five in the HDI
ranking are also top five in the women empowerment ranking. In a study titled “Women
Empowerment and Economic Development,” Esther Duffo points to the relationship of a mothers
“education and earnings, and child welfare, particularly child health.”30 Countries with a higher
degree of women empowerment, women in the workforce, and better rights for women tend to
have more success globally, and if Morocco hopes to develop economically and become a major
player in the Middle East and North Africa region, as well as globally, the logical step is to improve
the role of the woman in society.

29
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Limitations
While women’s empowerment is necessary, it is also important to understand that it is
not a magic bullet to solve issues. One study by Karlan and Zinman finds no evidence that
“microcredit loans given to women have larger effects than loans given to men.”31 Another study
by Jayachandran and Pande finds that a business training program Gujarat only benefited “upper
caste women, but not for lower-caste women or Muslim women.”32 This points to the fact that a
sudden promotion of women’s rights will not instantly change the economy. Although women
can be allowed to work in a society does not mean they will work. This kind of structural change
challenges institutions like religion and ideology and requires massive government support for
the common population to believe in it.
Conclusion
For women to achieve what they deserve, namely equal treatment in facets of society like
business, commerce, government, and domestic life, things need to change in Morocco. While
this change will not happen overnight, it has been trending in the right direction. As globalization
occurs across Morocco and around the world, the Moroccan government needs to step up and
face this issue head on, less they fall behind due to 50% of their population being unavailable to
improve life, aid in research, or participate in business.
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Recommendations
For research to continue regarding the role of women in the economic development of
Morocco, economic research must be more accessible. When looking for souces regarding how
women have impacted the economy in Morocco, data is very limited. One reason for this might
be the authoritarian regime of Morocco. Untrusting of foreign intervention due to its long
history of invaders, it seems Morocco may be unwilling to give its information away so easily.
This has led to a silencing of the economic data needed to form an understanding of how and
where women’s empowerment can aid economic development. Another reason may be the
massive informal economy in Morocco. Much of the commerce is unregulated and unlisted, so
true economic data is often hard to come by or suspect.
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